LEARNER     REPORTER                      55
peak of virtuosity. It intoxicated me with its exquisite rippling melody and caused me to attack my sister Elsie's new Bechstein with the fury of a Zulu warrior and the persistence of a Chinese torturer. This particular ambition lasted some years and I was within an ace of accomplishing it—to my own satisfaction—when I went abroad, thus avoiding a Petition of Rights from the neighbours.
All through these exciting adolescent years, when the beauty of life struggled through drab surroundings, my upbringing caused me to smother sex impulses, almost unbearably strong within. I had no sex experience, apart from mild flirtations in cinemas and other dark places where such behaviour seemed decent and feasible.
A local doctor's son—whose beautiful diction made me speech conscious—took my social life in hand. Apart from a tendency to practical jokes—such as putting aphrodisiacs in my tea—he was a great help. He organised a Badminton Club for the sons and daughters of local doctors and solicitors. So we formed an enclave in the jungle of Forest Gate. He also insisted that the males should all acquire evening dress. My sole acquaintance with evening dress was in the Monkey Brand advertisements. I was terribly concerned about the wild extravagance of such an idea, but my friend's dominating personality overcame all resistance. I was a Trilby to his Svcngali and I eventually laid out the appalling sum of £7 105. It was a sensational success and profoundly impressed the cream of the local bourgeoisie at Stratford Town Hall, despite a distressing tendency for the stuffed shirt to burst open in front.
At about this time, too, I greatly increased my social standing by acquiring a twin-cylinder Douglas motor-cycle. The painful fact is that I was morally compelled to buy this infernal machine. I had accumulated £25 in the Post Office Savings Bank with some ill-defined ambitions of the sort and an over-trusting friend lent me the Douglas to try. Rounding the first corner I was seized with unreasoning panic. The wheels shot from under me, and the motor-cycle lay on the ground with its wheels whizzing round helplessly, the footrest bent up into a hideous L-shape. I limped back, pushing the wretched thing, and said that I would have it.